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The “polarization” story
• First, the good old 




• Then, the unraveling of the consensus . . . 

“The Party’s Over”      


• Now, the new polarization . . . 

Ordinary Americans
• “Pat doesn’t have a mink coat. But she 
does have a respectable Republican cloth 
coat.”  —vice presidential candidate 
Richard Nixon, 1952
• “Clinton displays almost every trope of 
blackness: single-parent household, born 
poor, working-class, saxophone-playing, 
McDonald’s-and-junk-food-loving boy from 




• Then . . .
• And now . . . 
• Then . . . 
And now . . .
Polarization and politics
• From the left:  focus on economic polarization (“two 
Americas”)
• From the right:  focus on cultural polarization (“red 
America vs. blue America”)
• “The common lament over the recent rise in political 
partisanship is often nothing more than a veiled 
complaint instead about the recent rise of political 
conservatism.”
—former House Majority Leader Tom DeLay, 2006
How can we study polarization?
• Economic differences and voting patterns 
of rich and poor in different places
• Polarization in issue attitudes
• Polarization in social networks
Some stylized facts:  voting
• National elections (usually) depend on the 
economy
• Uniform partisan swing—now more than 
ever
• National elections are closer
• Local elections are less close
Some stylized facts:  vote by groups
• Persistent class polarization in U.S. political 
parties and voting—more than in Europe
• Rich and poor vote more differently in poor 
states:  the Northeast is like Europe, the South 
is like Mexico
• Religious/social issues matter more for the rich
• New pattern of Dem. strength among the young
• All of this occurs in the context of increasing 
inequality (McCarty/Bartels/Krugman story)
Income and voting
Some stylized facts:  ideology
• Political elites have become more polarized
• Voters remain (mostly) non-ideological . . . but have 
strong feelings about the parties
Some stylized facts:  networks
• The average American “knows” 750 people and 
“trusts” 100 people
• Dems know mostly Dems, Reps know mostly 
Reps, regardless of whether you live in a “red” 
or “blue” state
• People overestimate how much their friends 
agree with them
Increasing inequality in America
Inequality within U.S. states


Rich and poor states in the 20th century
The pundits speak
“Like upscale areas everywhere, from 
Silicon Valley to Chicago's North Shore to 
suburban Connecticut, Montgomery 
County [Maryland] supported the 
Democratic ticket in last year's presidential 
election, by a margin of 63 percent to 34 
percent.”
– David Brooks, 2001
How America voted in 2008

Rich and poor in Red and Blue America
The pundits speak
“We have had upper-class conservatives 
since the dawn of the Republic; by 
themselves they can't win elections to any 
office other than treasurer of the country 
club.”
– Thomas Frank, 2005

Voting trends by occupation





Partisan polarization in Congress
Republican and Democratic congressmembers in 1994
The moderate benefits of moderation
On individual issues, Americans 
have not become more polarized
Correlations in issue attitudes
But . . . correlation in issue attitudes 
can yield clustering and polarization
Partisanship of abortion views
Trends:  issue attitudes and political party
(correlations increase by about 5% per decade)
Trends:  issue attitudes and political party
(correlations increase by about 5% per decade)

Perceptions and reality
• Political pundits misunderstand income 
and voting
• Ordinary Americans are biased in views of 
the economy
• Misperceptions about demographics, 
foreign policy . . . 
• Increasing partisanship on foreign policy
Actual and estimated percent of 
immigrants in several countries
Religious and nonreligious countries
Religious and nonreligious states
Religion and income within states
Alternative scenarios of income and voting
Statistical methods:
• Multilevel modeling
• The secret weapon
• Graphical display of 
data and inferences
Thanks to . . .
Putting it all together
• Politics is polarized between rich and poor more 
in the U.S. (especially the South) than in 
Europe
• Voters are aligned more by partisanship than by 
issue constraints
• Your friends agree with you less than you might 
think
• States’ political leanings are now mostly 
decided by the preferences of the upper middle 
class
